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Maxwell: Tares in the Church Garden

BY

C .

M E R V Y N

M A X W E L L

*

A noted church historian reveals the good news
about weeds growing am ong the wheat.
I first met C. Mervyn Maxwell in the
mid-sixties. We were speakers for a
youth group on a canoe trip down
Missouri's Meramec River. Through
the following years we met occasionally at camp meetings, ministerial
meetings, and elsewhere. Somewhere
along the line I met his wife, Pauline,
and his son, Stanley. During all this
period, Mervyn was teaching church
history at the Adventist Theological
Seminary. He was only one of a
remarkable family, all of whom have
served the church in some capacity.
While editor of the Signs of the
Times, his father, “Uncle” Arthur

Maxwell, once appeared in my
Ephrata, Washington, church, and
spoke so powerfully on behalf of
Signs subscriptions that I wondered
whether there would be enough
money left in the congregation to pay
for fuel. (My billfold was among
those much enlightened.) He bought
the first article that I, during my first
year in the ministry, sent to the Signs.
It was only fitting that later, much*
*C. Mervyn Maxwell was, before his
death in 1999, Professor of Church
History at Andrews University in
Berrien Springs, Michigan.
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So back to that history bit—just where you would expect a
church historian to begin. You'll find that God has brought
the church through a number of tare-able crises (Bible writers
often punned when they were the most serious).

later, as editor of Liberty, I printed
one of his grandson Stanley's first
articles.
In 1999, Mervyn died of cancer in
Berrien Springs, Michigan. Pauline, a
delightful person of grace and beauty,
resides there still. Mervyn s faith did
not fail him; though hoping for healing,
he submitted himself to God's will in
sure hope of resurrection morning.
“Tares in the Church Garden" appeared in an early issue of the Journal
of the Adventist Theological Society.
In editing it, I have updated some statistics and other data.—R.R.H.
ow! More than 13 million
Seventh-day
Adventists!
When I entered the ministry,
the figure was in the neighborhood of one-half m illion. But of course, nay-sayers of
today remind us that most of the 13
million are Laodicean, wrongly instructed on the nature of Christ
and, in enlightened areas of the
world, weekly transgressors of the
Sabbath (wont to eat in restaurants
on that holy day, it is whispered). In
some areas—Western Europe and
North America, for example— con-

gregations are actually declining.
Only about half of the church’s
membership is in the pews on a
good Sabbath— even when children
are counted in. Forty years ago,
attendance usually approached
membership. A few conferences are
reducing pastoral staffs. And influential theologians seek to sire an
Adventism only slightly distinguishable from its cultural environment. All this— and more— suggests a church in crisis.
Some would point to defections
from our ministerial ranks. A pastor
in Colorado. Two or three in Oregon. Another in North Carolina.
Their reasons, as expressed in sermons and at lest one book, are nothing new. Nothing we have not encountered before. Nothing that adds
new power to old arguments. Nothing that the church has not overtaken and overcome before.
Yes, I worry about such things. But
I keep reminding myself that there is
much to encourage us! Was it not
Elder W. A. Spicer—way back in the
days when the less-than-one-halfmillion Adventists were known, if at
all, as a sect or, even worse, a cult—
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who directed our leaders to “cheer
everybody on” by choosing to talk
about encouraging things? If he were
with us today, I don’t think he would
have to strain to live up to his advice.
First off, I think he would remind us
that “we have nothing to fear for the
future except that we forget the way
the Lord has led us in the past.”
Mark it down in boldface—The
church will stand!
“Satan will work his miracles to
deceive; he will set up his power as
supreme. The church may appear as
about to fall, but it does not fall. It
remains, while the sinners in Zion
will be sifted out—the chaff separated from the precious wheat. This
is a terrible ordeal, but nevertheless
it must take place. None but those
who have been overcoming by the
blood of the Lamb and the word of
their testimony [see Revelation
12:11] will be found with the loyal
and true, without spot or stain of sin
[see Ephesians 5:27], without guile
in their mouths [see Revelation
14:5]. We must be divested of our
self-righteousness and arrayed in the
righteousness of Christ” (Selected
Messages, Book 2, p. 380).
Read it again. Speak it to your
heart: “We must be divested of our
self-righteousness and arrayed in the
righteousness of Christ.” The word
of the Lord to Zerubbabel phrased it
with equal force: “Not by might, nor
by power, but by my Spirit,” says the
Lord.

Tare-able Crises
So back to that history bit—just
where you would expect a church
historian to begin. You’ll find that
God has brought the church through
a number of tare-able crises (Bible
writers often punned when they were
the most serious). For your encouragement, we’ll examine several examples from our denominational experience that document God’s “leading
and teaching in our... history.”
1853: The Messenger Party
In June, two Adventist ministers,
H. S. Case and C. P. Russell, left the
church. Their problem was threefold: They rejected the sanctuary
message, Ellen White’s inspiration,
and James White’s leadership. When
they heard James was ill, they rejoiced that he would soon be out of
the way. They printed this sentiment
in a paper they had begun called
Messenger of Truth. Upon reading
their prediction, James rose up in
bed and declared, in the words of
Psalm 118:17, “I shall not die”;
instead, he said that he would outlive
them both.
White got well but the challenge to
the young church worsened. A leading theological writer, J. M. Stephenson, and another minister, D. P. Hall,
defected and linked up with Case and
Russell. At its peak, the Messenger
Party attracted a full third and possibly half of our ministers (or “traveling
brethren,” as they were called). Ellen
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White urged loyal ministers to preach
the truth rather than to expend their
energies opposing the dissidents. It
was good counsel; within a little more
than three years, the “Messengers”
were history. God had not only preserved his church; he prospered it.
Elder White reported that during that
period, the Review subscription list
grew from 1,000 to 2,000, which
would seem to indicate a corresponding membership increase.
1865: The Marion Party
Just two years after our denomination was organized, the officers of
the Iowa Conference— B. F. Snook
and W. H. Brinkerhoff—rejected the
sanctuary message, Ellen White’s
visions, and James White’s leadership. Inasmuch as we had only seven
conferences, defection of the Iowa
Conference was a severe blow.
But the crisis didn’t last long, and
the church moved on. The Marion
Party—named for location of its
headquarters in Marion, Iowa—and
its leaders, Snook and Brinkerhoff,
dropped to a footnote in Adventist
history books.
1887: The D. M. Canright Defection
Church membership: 25,000
Elder D. M. Canright’s defection
in 1887 was a significant blow to the
church. Canright had been our leading evangelist. His loss might be
compared to the apostasy today of a
Dwight Nelson, Doug Bachelor, or

Mark Finley. In 1889 Canright published Seventh-day Adventism Renounced, with its prediction (page
33) that “without doubt” the Adventist movement would be ruined
by “discouragement, divisions, apostasies, infidelity, and ruin to souls.”
His book continues to this day to
challenge the church, but under
God, the church has marched ahead
without Canright. When he died in
1919, we had 175,000 members.
Before we leave the 1800s, let’s
pause for a spot of encouragement.
Much good was happening even
during the post-1888 era, which has
been characterized as the time of
angry saints. But it was also the time
when Abram LaRue, a volunteer
self-supporting worker, preached
the Advent message in Hong Kong,
Shanghai, Japan, Borneo, Java, Ceylon, Sarawak, Singapore, and even
Palestine! The indefatigable Stephen
Haskell left New Zealand to pioneer
work in England and later traveled
the world seeking mission sites. Several colporteurs opened our work in
India on a self-supporting basis; and
George James became our first missionary to non-Christian Africans.
To buy his ticket to Africa, James
sold everything he owned except his
clothes and his violin. In Africa he
attracted friendly attention with his
“box that could sing.” Two years later
he learned that the church had
founded a mission at Solusi and set
out to meet his brethren. But on the
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way, aboard a little steamer, he died
of malaria. The captain buried him
in an unmarked grave somewhere
along a river bank.
Early 1900s: Dr J. H. Kellogg and
The Living Temple; A. F. Ballenger
and the Gathering Call
Church membership: 80,000
Dr. J. H. Kellogg had one of the
keenest minds this denomination has ever seen. He wrote
more than 50 volumes,
many of them large; he
established the sizable
and
soon-to-beworld-famous Battle Creek Sanitarium, and founded
about 30 smaller
health institutions.
As an i n t e r n a t ion al ly known scientist, he helped make
Ellen Whites health reform scientifically respectable. Heads of state as well as
the rich and famous from around
the world vied for his attention.
But as others had before him, he
became mistrustful of the sanctuary
doctrine, Ellen White, and his
brethren. A significant element in
his increasing independence from
the church was his infatuation with
pantheism. During the well-known
seven-hour interview with two
elders from the Battle Creek church
just prior to his being disfellow-

shiped in 1907, Dr. Kellogg donned
the mantle of a prophet. He said that
he didn’t see “anything ahead of the
Seventh-day Adventist denomination but complete wreckage,” so long
as the “present leadership” had “hold
of the crank.”
Our foremost leaders in 1907
were President A. G. Daniells, and
Secretary W. A. Spicer. Church
membership at the time of Kellogg’s dire prediction was
80,000. By the time
Daniells and Spicer
r e t i r e d (1930), we
had 314,000 members— nearly four
times as many as in
1907. When Kellogg died, we had
550,000 members,
nearly seven times
as many as in 1907.
By Elder Spicer’s
death in 1952, members numbered 800,000—
10 times as many as in 1907,
when the brilliant Dr. Kellogg faithlessly predicted nothing ahead for the
Advent movement but “wreckage.”
As for A. F. Ballenger, it was more
of the same. As the Bible says: “The
wisdom of this world is foolishness
with God” (see 1 Corinthians 3:19).
1930s— Present: L. R. Conradi; Victor T. Houteff and his Davidian Seventh-day Adventists (The Shepherd’s Rod); Robert Brinsmead;
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No, numbers do not a victorious church make. But can we derive
no encouragement from our church growth? Is it possible that
while we mull over our anxieties, this movement of ours is speeding
toward its God-ordained success without our realizing it?

Desmond Ford.
Yes, there have been other tareable crises. Reasons: the usual—Ellen
G. White, the sanctuary, the brethren.
Beginning in 1930, Victor Houteff
and his Davidian Seventh-day Adventists plagued the church. During
the years of his Shepherd’s Rod, however, the church grew from 350,000 in
1930 to 1,350,000 in the early 1960s.
Robert Brinsmead’s failed theology
challenged the church during the
1960s and 1970s. Those of us old
enough to have lived through the
Shepherd’s Rod movement and the
Brinsmead agitation have almost forgotten how serious each threat
seemed to be. We also have difficulty
recalling the apparent seriousness of
the Desmond Ford challenge, though
it peaked only two decades ago. Many
of us feel a personal sense of loss—
Ford was a colleague and a friend—
yet we praise God that even without
Ford’s eloquence the church has
marched on. “Not by might, nor by
power but by my Spirit, saith the Lord
of Hosts” (KJV). Church membership
in 1930: 350,000; in the early 1960s:
1,350,000. Post-Brinsmead: 2.8 million.

Early 1970s-2002: Contemporary
Liberalism
Church Membership: 2,800,000
A continuing challenge to the
church arises apparently from infatuation with “liberal” hermeneutics and
embarrassment over historic Adventist differentness.
Contemporary Adventist liberals
honor the Bible, the Sabbath, the Second Coming, Ellen White, Creation,
the Flood, and even the investigative
judgment. Many continue conservative in lifestyle, even to practicing
vegetarianism and tithing. They are
interested and involved in their
church.
Their interest in the denomination, however, is focused on pointing
it in the direction of the world outside. As a group, they favor the Sabbath for celebration but not especially for holiness. They seldom
speak of signs of the Second Coming. They tend to use Ellen White
only for devotions. When they speak
of the investigative judgment, they
avoid saying when it began: 1844 is
in important date in Adventist history, they concede, but not for any
event in heaven. The Seventh-day
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Adventist message is the “everlasting
gospel” but not the “three angels’
messages,” and certainly is not “ the
truth.” Rather, it is simply one more
attempt at discovering truth. The
Creation is millions of years removed and continues. Noah’s flood
was only one notable catastrophe in
a long string of catastrophes. The
Bible is irreplaceable as a source for
sermons, but its writers were so conditioned by their culture that we
have to interpret them very broadly
today.
Such views tend to sap the vitality
of Seventh-day Adventism, particularly in North American and Western Europe, where church growth
has slowed. But world membership
was about two million in 1970, when
the current liberal movement got
underway. [Mervyn would be glad to
know that today it exceeds 13 million!]
Enthusiasm: Our Entitlement?
No, numbers do not a victorious
church make. But can we derive no
encouragement from our church
growth? Is it possible that while we
mull over our anxieties, this movement of ours is speeding toward its
God-ordained success without our
realizing it? Could it be that we are
entitled to a lot more enthusiasm
than we allow ourselves to enjoy?
Way back in 1885 Ellen White
predicted that “more than a thousand will soon be converted in a

day” (Evangelism, p. 693). Pause a
moment on the word converted. Not
a thousand baptized in a day. But
converted! To be sure, not all who are
being baptized are converted. But we
must not deny the work of the Holy
Sprit that is, indeed, converting
many. In 1885, converts numbered
five or six a day! Our total membership was only 20,000. Do the math,
and you’ll come up with a 5 percent
annual growth rate. And believe it—
our brethren rejoiced! As for Ellen’s
prediction, a “while” turned out to
be 100 years! In 1982-1985, during
what church leadership designated
the “Thousand Days of Reaping,”
baptisms numbered in excess of
1,100 a day!
I remember thinking that the prediction was for more than a thousand
every day, year round. Now, some
reading this will point out that seeing
a thousand baptized in a day may not
equate to a thousand converted in a
day. Conceded. But I’m looking for
encouragement! Remember when
the discouraged prophet Elijah assumed he was the lone faithful person left in Israel? God told him that
he had 7,000 sons and daughters who
had not bent their knees to Baal! In
challenging the genuineness of converts, we may denigrate the work of
the Holy Spirit.
How do you suppose our brethren reacted when, in 1905, Ellen
White predicted that “the time is
coming when there will be as many
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converted in a day as there were on
the day of Pentecost”? (See Evangelism, page 692.) According to Acts
2:41, that number was three thousand! (and shame on you if you had
to be reminded of the number).
[During 2000, over a million were
baptized, at the rate of 2,925 per
day!—Eds.]
As True as Truth Itself
While we professors worry over
theological trends in North America,
lets be wonderfully encouraged by
the evidence of the Holy Spirits
work on hearts around the world.
We have much reason for optimism— even if church attendance
has declined in some congregations,
a few conferences out of hundreds
are reducing their ministerial staff,
and influential theologians are momentarily siring an Adventism only
slightly distinguishable from its cultural environment.
I started with history and I shall
end with history—a 1930 letter to a
G. B. Starr. In it, like other Seventhday Adventists of his day, he referred
to our message as “the truth”:
“It is a fine thing, this work of
God. It is as true as truth itself.

There is one little creed I do believe
in, and that is the truth is true. It
will stand against the world. Years
ago. . .before things broke open I
knew privately that men like Dr.
Kellogg and A. T. Jones and E. J.
Waggoner were going to probably
line up against the truth, [and] I felt
weak in the knees. It seemed as
though we would have a terrible
time to answer them. But I ran
across that text in Jeremiah, ‘O
Lord, are not thine eyes upon the
truth?’ (Jer. 5:3, KJV). You know,
that settled the whole business and I
stopped worrying. It was a good
thing I did, for what is the use of
our trying to carry the load that
only God can carry? He will keep
His eye on the truth. It is ours to
push along and bear witness to it”
(Quoted in Godfrey T. Anderson,
Spicer: Leader With the Common
Touch, p. 79).
Human power did not establish
the church.
Human power will never be able
to destroy it.
“Not by might, nor by power but
by my Spirit, saith the Lord.”
Should we not take encouragement in that?
□
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